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Abstract 
This paper presents the role of Geography Education in the Portuguese school system in what basic education is concerned. 
The curricular reform of 2001 introduced changes in the contents and methodology of school Geography that are briefly 
presented. This decade of curricular Reform was accompanied by important research both at Master and PhD Level that tried 
to understand how teachers where coping with the educational reform and also the contribution of Geography Education to 
Environmental Education and Citizenship Education.  This analysis is particularly important as the Portuguese Educational 
System is undergoing a new curricular reform. 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Keywords: Geography, Education, Curriculum, Research, Citizenship 
1. Introduction 
The basic school system in Portugal in undergoing changes which intend to give an appropriate answer to new 
social and educational problems. The last reform happened in 2001, when the National Curriculum for Basic 
Education (DEB, 2001) set the Educational objectives that all Portuguese students should attain once compulsory 
school was finished.  During this Reform some school subjects were also reviewed in terms of their scientific 
contents so as to give a more update answer in terms of students’ preparation for living in society. This was the 
case of school Geography that is taught in the last 3 years of basic education. This new Geography education 
(DEB, 2002) is centered in important themes that allow local, national and global approaches.  In this paper it is 
intended to show how Geography Education has changed, how teachers have adapted to this change and  what 
kind of research is being done in relation to school Geography since the implementation of the National 
Curriculum. 
.  
 
2. Geography in the basic school system: the Curricular Reorganization of 2001 
The most interesting feature of the Geography new curricular design is the introduction of the concept of 
the “Geographical Competent Citizen” (Silva, 2002). This idea of helping to shape the Portuguese citizen of the 
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XXI Century that should also be a European and Global citizen involves the development of some Geographical 
Skills such as: 
 
 
-  
- Describing the natural and Human environment, building mental maps; 
- Using different scales of analyses to study phenomena; 
- Describe, understand and compare spatial patterns of phenomena; 
- Read, understand and critically analyze geographical information; 
- Develop the sense of territorial, cultural and regional identity; 
 
 
 This has been the task of Geography teachers since the implementation of the new Geography syllabus. 
Recent research (Esteves, 2010) has given some insight of how teachers are dealing with the implementation in 
their classroom of the new Geography Syllabus. A group of 180 geography teachers were questioned about the 
reorganization of Geography in basic education and put forward the following ideas: 
 
 
- It is not a general assumption that the curricular reorganization introduced new contents in 
Geography Education (38% said that nothing new was in fact accomplished); 
- As to the curricular sequence, many teachers disagree with the proposed one (36% of the teachers 
involved in this research); 
- For 60% of the teachers the educational experiences proposed by the new syllabus are difficult to 
implement for several reasons; 
 
 
These data show that the idea of an accomplished reorganization of Geography education contents is not a 
reality for Geography teachers. If a big majority of teachers has welcomed this new school geography, many 
have raised practical problems that sometimes make it difficult to work in the classrooms as the new Geography 
curriculum proposes. 
 
3. Recent trends in research in Geography Education 
The last decade has shown an interesting production in terms of research being done in Master courses in what 
concerns Geography education. The University of Lisbon and Oporto, which are responsible for the teaching of a 
significant number of Geography teachers, present an interesting number of master dissertations in areas related 
to Geography Education: 
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Table 1. Masters Dissertations in the University of Lisbon and Oporto, in the area of Geography Education (2000-2009) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Having only as a reference the research produced in these Universities it is possible to state that the biggest 
production happened in the last years of the decade where 60% of the Master dissertations were presented.  
 
Another interesting analysis relates to the thematic researched: 
 
 
Table 2. Master dissertation in Geography thematic (2000-2009) 
 
Master dissertation thematic  Tot
al 
% 
Environmental Education 5 50 
New technologies in Education 2 20 
Citizenship Education 1 10 
Text books 1 10 
Curricular Projects 1 10 
 
Another interesting conclusion is that research is Geography Education is clearly concerned with issues of 
Environmental Education. This is an important theme for school Geography and of course it is a concern for 
teachers who are involved in researching what is being done in Geography classrooms. 
 
Considering now recent PhD theses that were presented in Geography Education in Portuguese Universities it 
is possible to identify a complementary area of research: 
 
 
Table 3  Recent PhD Theses in Geography Education (2009  2011) 
 
Year  Number of PhD Theses/University Thematic 
2011 1  University of Oporto The Geographical competent citizen: 
a new paradigm 
2010 1  University of Lisbon Citizenship Education in Geography 
Education 
2009 1- 1- Open University Citizenship Education in Geography 
practices 
 
There is a recent focus in the contribution of Geography Education to Citizenship Education  which also 
includes Environmental Education. It is in fact an idea that has been expressed in the new curriculum of 
Geography implemented in 2002:  
Year  Number of Master Dissertations (%) 
2000  1 10 
2001 1 10 
2003 1 10 
2005 1 1 
2007 3 30 
2008 3 30 
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education is a powerful way to promoted the education of individuals, and also gives an important 
 
 
So, all the recent research being done intends to evaluate how teachers are implementing this new Geography 
in their classrooms, difficulties they are facing and good experiences being done, in order to understand and 
disseminate the results to a wider number of teachers.  At a Master level there is a clear focus in the relation 
between Geography Education and Environmental Education but in recent PhD theses the focus in now in the 
contribution of Geography Education to Citizenship Education. 
 
4. Conclusions 
A new curricular reform is being prepared in Portugal. The main idea is to adjust the present school curricula to 
the needs of a modern and demanding school system. The intention of reviewing school disciplines content is 
also being studied in order to improve learning and teaching. The main purpose is to center the curriculum in 
what the Ministry of Education considers the fundamental subjects. Among these fundamental school subjects 
we have Geography. A new conception of school Geography is being discussed  clearly defined in attainment 
targets (what students should know in the end of basic education and how teachers should work in order to 
facilitate that learning).  
e which area the 
basic contents and competences that students should learn. This work was also done in School Geography which 
will probably be implemented in the following school year.  Still, as in the previous reform it is important to 
include teachers from day one in the reform, otherwise many of the problems that educational research has 
revealed related to the previous reform, may continue to happen. This can only be avoided trough a consistent 
teacher training programs, where teachers are heard in terms of clarifying what is expected of them in terms of 
implementing new methodologies and teaching new subjects. The research done in Geography Education in the 
last decade should be seen as an important contribution to the new Ministerial team that is designing the 
educational reform. It was done by Geography teachers and about Geography teachers and classrooms.  
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